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Introduction 

In the aftermath of the tragic events in Missouri, New York, and Ohio that captivated the nation’s 
attention in 2014, President Obama issued an executive order establishing the President's Task Force on 
21st Century Policing (task force) “to identify the best means to provide an effective partnership 
between law enforcement and local communities that reduces crime and increases trust.”1 The 11-
member task force held seven public listening sessions in January and February 2015 to gather 
information that would help the task force develop recommendations and action steps on community 
and police interactions that promoted crime reduction while building public trust.  

In May 2015 the task force released its final report with 59 recommendations to increase trust between 
law enforcement and the communities they protect and serve. The recommendations were organized 
into six pillars—Building Trust and Legitimacy, Policy and Oversight, Technology and Social Media, 
Community Policing and Crime Reduction, Training and Education, and Officer Safety and Wellness.  

Building Trust and Legitimacy—the first pillar of the task force recommendations and the foundation 
upon which relationships between law enforcement and the communities they serve begin—requires 
that departments recruit, hire, and retain officers that reflect the communities they serve. When 
departments commit to creating a diverse workforce, they reinforce the need and legitimize their efforts 
to build a procedurally just agency. The U.S. Justice Department’s Office of Community Oriented Policing 
Services (COPS Office) has a long history of working with local, state, and tribal law enforcement to 
improve police and community relationships through technical assistance and resources developed in 
response to emerging issues in policing.  

In response to the President Obama’s July 13, 2016, meeting with law enforcement executives, civil 
rights leaders, social justice activists, national policing organizations, and members of the task force, the 
COPS Office convened two forums with national leaders to discuss law enforcement recruitment and 
hiring.2 On August 31, 2016, the COPS Office, in partnership with Strategic Applications International 
(SAI), convened 50 law enforcement executives, community leaders, civil rights leaders, researchers, and 
subject matter experts to move from conversation to action – to strategize and identify best and 
promising practices for attracting diverse applicants to serve in law enforcement.  

The Law Enforcement Recruitment in the 21st Century forum produced a number of recommendations 
and action steps that law enforcement agencies should consider as recruitment strategies are developed 
and/or updated to best reflect the needs of the community, the principles of community policing and 
public service, and a culture of diversity.  

                                                           
1 “Executive Order—Establishment of the President's Task Force on 21st Century Policing,” The White House, 
December 18, 2014, https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/12/18/executive-order-establishment-
presidents-task-force-21st-century-policin.  
2 The second forum, Hiring for the 21st Century Law Enforcement Officer, was convened on September 13, 2016. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/12/18/executive-order-establishment-presidents-task-force-21st-century-policin
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/12/18/executive-order-establishment-presidents-task-force-21st-century-policin


2 Law Enforcement Recruitment in the 21st Century 

Recruiting for Diversi ty 

As stated in recommendat ion 1.8 of the f inal  task force report,  “Law enforcement 
agencies should str ive to create a workforce that contains a broad range of diversity 
including race,  gender,  language, l i fe experience and cultural  background to improve 
understanding and effectiveness in dealing with al l  communit ies.”  

This recommendation was fol lowed by f ive action steps designed to guide 
departments toward specif ic  implementation strategies:   

1.8.1.  The Federal  Government should create a Law Enforcement Diversity in it iat ive 
designed to help communities  diversify law enforcement departments to reflect 
demographics of the community.  

1.8.2.  The department  overseeing this in it iat ive should help local it ies learn best 
pract ices for recruitment,  tra ining and outreach to improve diversity and improve law 
enforcement’s cultural  and l inguist ic  responsiveness.  

1.8.3.  Successful  law enforcement agencies should be highl ighted and celebrated, and 
those with less diversi ty should be offered technical  assistance to faci l itate change.  

1.8.4.  Discretionary federal  funding for law enforcement programs could be 
inf luenced by that department’s efforts to improve diversity and cultural  and 
l inguist ic  responsiveness.   

1.8.5.  Law enforcement agencies should be encouraged to explore more f lexible 
staff ing models.  
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Overview 
Overview of the day 

On August 31, 2016, the Department of Justice’s Office of Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS 
Office), in collaboration with Strategic Applications International (SAI), convened a forum in Washington, 
D.C., on law enforcement recruitment in the 21st century. More than 50 participants from law 
enforcement, civil rights and community-based organizations, researchers, subject matter experts, 
nonprofit media and public service advertising organizations, and higher education offered 
recommendations on recruitment efforts, activities, and best and promising practices to advance the 
law enforcement profession.  

Facilitators from SAI conducted a number of pre-forum interviews to better understand the issues and 
challenges related to law enforcement recruitment. These interviews revealed common themes that 
helped shape the agenda for the forum, exemplified in the following key quotes: 

• There is no more important topic we can explore. 

• If we fail to diversify we will fail to serve our entire community. 

• I cannot effectively recruit if I am not modeling procedural justice. 

• The officer we recruit today is not the same officer we recruited 25 years ago. 

• We must reshape the image of policing and emphasize that we are guardians to protect and serve. 

• We must recapture the importance of policing as a profession and not simply a job. 

• We must understand that technology plays an important role in both recruitment and in service to 
our community. 

• Cultural transformation is modeled in leadership and leadership must be inclusive and transparent.  

Forum goals and topics 

Drawing on the experience of diverse departments and experts in law enforcement, the forum focused 
on two primary goals:  

1. Identify and develop strategies around best and promising practices to attract diverse applicants to 
serve in law enforcement. 

2. Develop a roadmap that law enforcement agencies can immediately use to implement recruitment 
activities that attract diverse applicants. 







https://cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/taskforce/taskforce_finalreport.pdf




















http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/05/11/millennials-surpass-gen-xers-as-the-largest-generation-in-u-s-labor-force/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/05/11/millennials-surpass-gen-xers-as-the-largest-generation-in-u-s-labor-force/
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